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No. LXIX. 


REPORT 

TO 

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE 
HOME DEPARTMENT 

ON 

The Circumstances attending an Explosion which occurred 
at Larne, on the 5th February 1885 ; 

BY 

MAJOR J. P. CUNDILL, R.A., 

H.M. INSPECTOR OF EXPLOSIVES. 


Home Office, 

, 19 February 1885. 

I have the honour to report that, in obedience to your Order * made 
under the 66tli section of the Explosives Act, 1875, I have held an inquiry 
into the circumstances attending an explosion of dynamite or nitro-glycerine 
which occurred at Larne in the county of Antrim, on the 5th February 1885 ; 
and in accordance with the provisions of the above-mentioned section of the 
Act, I beg to furnish the following Report ; — 

By the explosion in question two labouring men, 

Samuel Harbinson (27), 

William Higgins (23), 

were killed. 

In the harbour of Larne there has lain for many years an abandoned and 
unseaworthy schooner named the “ Essequibo.” She was originally brought 
there as a floating magazine for dynamite, and was the property of, or at all 
events under the control of. Mi-. Postlethwaite.f acting as agent for the British 
Dynamite Company at Glasgow. In the years 1874 and 1875, that is before 
the Explosives Act came into force, a good deal of correspondence was carried 
on about this vessel between the Home Office and the British Dynamite Com- 
pany, which will be dealt with in greater detail subsequently. It will be 
sufficient to say here that all the dynamite was removed, or supposed to be 
removed, from the schooner about 1876, or possibly a few months earlier. 
Since then she appears to have been left to herself, and to have become, so to 
speak, nobody’s property. When she was in use as a magazine she lay about 
three quarters of a mile from the head of the bay, but since her disuse has 
been driven in by storms, and now lies only about half a mile or less from 
shore. Always apparently crazy and leaky, she is now a mere shell, with a 
few only of the deck planks left. Of late years indeed she seems to have 
been used as a convenient source of firewood by anybody who choose to go 
on board and take the wood, and in this way her deck cabin, the deck itself, 
and all the more easily removable portions of her woodwork have disappeared. 
She lies on the mud, and can only be approached between half and full tides, 
when she does not float, but as the water rises it pours in through her battered 
and gaping sides. No danger from the explosive formerly stored in her 
appears ever to have been apprehended by the persons who thus gradually 
stripped her.;}: 


* H. 0. Papers, 29914. 

■f Of Messrs. Postlethwaite, Dineen, & Co., Belfast, 
f But on this point see Appendix. 
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On the 4th February the two deceased men, Harbinson and Higgins, went 
off to her in a boat and brought back a miscellaneous lot of wood and old 
metal, and the latter was sold as old scrap to Messrs. Kane Brothers, of Lame 
Foundry, for six shillings.* * * § 

On the following day the two men went off again, between nine and ten in 
the morning, and about two p.m. they brought back in their boat a lot of old 
metal from the vessel, including the cast-iron pump tubes. They brought 
the boat' up a little creek, and unloaded her on the bank within a few feet of 
the foundry buildings. At this time none of the foundry men appear to have 
been about, having gone away to their dinner, but three other menf chanced 
to be near the deceased in separate places, but all within a short distance. 
These three men all noticed the movements of the deceased, who were in their 
full view, and all give practically the same account of what occurred. After 
throwing the old metal from the boat on to the bank, the deceased got two 
sledge hammers, of which one was heavier than the other, and proceeded to 
break the metal into small pieces fit to be put into the foundry cupola. They 
were noticed $ to be trying to break a piece of piping which belonged to the 
old ship’s pump at a flanged joint. Higgins stood on one side looking up the 
stream or creek, which was on his left, and opposite to him with the metal 
between them stood Harbinson. By this time it was about 2.25 p.m. Higgins 
was seen to strike two or three blows with the lighter sledge hammer on the 
pipe by the flange, but failed to break it, and threw his hammer down. 
Harbinson then struck two blows with the larger hammer, and at the second 
blow a violent explosion took place with a loud report. 

Harbinson was dismembered, both legs and one arm being blown away, in 
addition to other terrible injuries. His body was blown on to a wooden staging 
some 10 or 12 feet high, which abutted against the wall of the foundry, and was 
ascended by a wooden ladder close to his left hand as he had been standing. 

Higgins staggered forward across the pile of metal and a few feet beyond 
it. and died almost immediately, without being able to speak. A large piece 
of iron was blown into his abdomen on the right side. 

On the soft mud or clay bank of the creek a crater was formed about six 
feet in length perpendicular to the creek and opening to it at one end ; the 
width varied from two to four feet, and the extreme depth was about 14 
inches. A portion of the loose stone walling which forms a sort of revetment to 
the bank of the creek was displaced. Portions of the debris were blown to a dis- 
tance of 200 or 300 yards, and windows were broken at, in one case, about 200 
yards distance. The foundry buildings sustained no damage further than 
the cutting of a thin outside rain water pipe, which runs down the wall close 
to the scene of the explosion, and the carrying away of a piece of the roof 
gutter above. 

The cause of the accident is sufficiently obvious. The pump tubing must 
have contained some dynamite, or, much more probably, some exuded nitro- 
glycerine derived from the dynamite formerly on board the vessel which had 
lodged in the recess of the flange. In the piece in question, or in a similar 
piece which I saw,§ there was some lead packing, and portions of the pump 
plunger, affording plenty of room for the lodgment of a good deal of nitro- 
glycerine, the presence of which was entirely unsuspected by the unfortunate 
men. 

It now remains for me to endeavour to explain how this terrible linking 
danger was not only possible but highly probable under all the circumstances, 
and to do this I must briefly give the history of the “ Essequibo” so far as 
it can be learnt from the correspondence in the department and from what I 
learnt locally. 

In 1874 Mr. Fostlethwaite,|| as agent for the British Dynamite Co., stored 
without a license 10 tons of dynamite on board the “ Essequibo ” in Larne 


* The men were out of regular -work, and did this as an odd job to get a little money. They 
had (Mr. Kane said) no instructions, but brought the metal to sell as chance customers. 

j Charles McGill, ** 30 to 40 yards off” ; John Donnelly, “ 3 or 4 perches off” (say 20 yards ) ; 
Daniel Macaulay, “ on road ” (say 50 yards) . 

I Especially by Daniel Macaulay. 

§ In the heap of broken metal it was difficult to say which particular piece was the one in which 
the explosion took place. 

II Afterwards Postlethwaite, Dineen, 8t Co. 
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Harbour. Proceedings were instituted against him and the case was sent 
from the Petty Sessional Court to the assizes at Belfast, where the case was 
heard on the 20th duly before Mr. Justice Fitzgerald. The judge directed 
the jury to find a verdict of guilty, and the defendant was bound on his own 
recognisance in the sum of 100Z. to appear when called on, on getting 10 
days’ notice from the Crown. 

During the whole of this year (1874) a correspondence was carried on 
between Mr. Downio, the manager of the British Dynamite Company, and 
Colonel (then Major) Majendie, in which Mr. Downie on the one hand was 
anxious for a license for the t ’’ Essequibo,” and pleaded commercial incon- 
venience in the event of such license not being granted, while on the other 
hand it was pointed out to him that Mr. Postlethwaite had committed an offence 
against the Nitro-glycerinc Act of 1869 (then in force) by storing dynamite 
before being licensed to do so, that the local magistrates had protested 
against the granting of the license, and in fine that a license could not be 
granted while the proceedings were subjudicc. 

In the course of this correspondence Mr. Downie stated that the dynamite 
was stowed in the cabin and deck house so as to protect it against the 
injurious effects of damp in the event of the vessel being leaky. To this 
statement I shall have occasion afterwards to refer. 

On 4th April 1874 the Secretary of State approved of a course suggested 
by Colonel Majendie to the effect that the dynamite then under detention on 
board the “ Essequibo ” might he removed to a duly licensed magazine in 
England or Wales or returned to the works of the British Dynamite Company 
at Ardeer, and this was intimated to Mr. Downie, but no advantage appears 
to have been taken of this offer. 

In August 1S74 the issuing of a provisional licence to Messrs. Postle- 
thwaite, Dineon, & Co. was approved,* and by this they were permitted to 
sell their existing stock if they wished, but not to recruit it by any fresh 
additions. 

In October Mr. Downie pressed again for a full license so as to allow the stock 
to be replenished, but delay again occurred from Mr. Postlethwaite’s neglect 
to furnish certain required information, and towards the end of that month 
Mr. Postlethwaite wrote to say that he proposed to abandon the “ Essequibo ” 
and to build a land magazine in its place. 

On the 10th of June 1S75 Colonel (then Major) Ford visited the “Esse- 
quibo,” accompanied by a Mr. John Perry Jackson of Larne, who was then 
acting as local agent under Mr. Postlethwaite (Postlethwaite, Dineen, & Co., 
3, Custom House Square, Belfast). He found 133 boxes (about 3^ tons) of 
dynamite on board stowed in the cabin, which was partly under and partly 
above the deck level, and was divided into two compartments. 

Several breaches of the provisional license were committed, viz. : — 

The license specified that the vessel should be moored at a spot not less 
than two miles from any borough or market town, two miles from any church, 
two miles from any hospital, factory, or workshop, and one mile from any 
d welling -houso, whereas the vessel actually lay at most one mile from the 
town of Larne, with its church, hospitals, and factories, and about half a mile 
from dwelling houses. 

Ho copy of the license was posted up. 

The portion of the vessel in which the dynamite was stored was not properly 
secured. 

Moreover, there was no lightning conductor, the nails, and other metal work 
of the magazine proper were of exposed iron, no magazine boots or clothing 
were provided, the floor was dirty, no precautions were 'taken to exclude 
matches, &c., and in fine the general condition was very rough, and showed 
an almost entire neglect of the recognised precautions which should he taken 
on board a vessel used as a magazine. 1 , . 

In the following month the British Dynamite Company transferred their 
agency from Mr. Postlethwaite to Messrs. Carson of Belfast, and after further 


* Provisional license, dated 25th August 1875. (S. 15) for 10 tons dynamite, H. 0. Papers — . 
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correspondence they ultimately proposed to abandon the “ Essequibo 1 ' 
altogether and to build a land magazine instead.* 

By about the middle of March 1876 the stock on board at the time of 
Colonel Ford’s visit had been reduced by 1£ tons, and in April 1878 Colonel 
Majendie was informed, in answer to inquiries made by him on the spot, that 
the vessel was wholly abandoned as a dynamite magazine. 

At the inquest held on the men killed by the explosion, to which this Report 
relates, Mr. D. N. Wiles, clerk to the magistrates, and officer of the local 
authority under the Explosives Act, 1875, stated that he was appointed on 
the 15tli May 1876, and*at that time he made inquires from the constabulary 
and learnt that there was then no explosive on board the “Essequibo,” and he 
further stated that he believed that none had been put on board since that time. 

I may say at once that I have no reason to suspect that any attempt has 
been made since that time to use the vessel as a magazine. 

Henry Sharp stated that he was formerly in the coastguard service, and 
that though he had nothing to do with the “ Essequibo ” he knew that a man 
had come from Glasgow and taken the dynamite away. He believed that it 
was all cleared away. He had heard from the workmen engaged that the 
dynamite was much damaged' by wate)' and unfit for use. 

Robert Erskine stated that he looked after the “ Essequibo ” for Mr. Postle- 
thwaite at some period ending after 1874.f He was succeeded by a man 
named Dawson, J and the last named was in charge when the dynamite was 
finally removed. He said that in his time the dynamite was stowed partly in 
the forecastle and partly in the cabin below deck and in a deck house. “ On 
“ different occasions the tide rose above part of the dynamite owing to the vessel 
“ being leaky.” 

The statements by Sharp and Erskine, which I have italicised, throw a 
very strong light on the cause of the explosion, and show that Mr. Downie’s 
statement as to the stowage of the dynamite (see page 5), though possibly 
correct at the time, was not correct as applied to the whole time during which 
the vessel was used as a magazine. 

It seemed a matter of common knowledge that the dynamite, or a portion 
of it at least, had frequently been under water in past times. 

Granting this to be the case the explanation of the accident is simple. 

It is a well-known fact that if dynamite made with kieselguhr is exposed 
to wet the ultimate result is the total, or almost the total, disintegration 
of the dynamite into its constituents of liquid nitro-glycerine and inert 
kieselguhr. The nitro-glycerine thus freed from its union with the earth 
will, like any other liquid, find its way through any crevices, and presumably 
in this case the nitro-glycerine exuded from the flooded dynamite found its 
way into the bilge, and being heavier than,§ and not mixing with, water re- 
mained there in greater or less quantity. Of this fluid all or nearly all must 
long ago have formed at most a very highly diluted sort of dynamite with 
the mud and slush at the bottom of the vessel, but a portion has evidently 
penetrated or been drawn into the pump tube, and once arrested in a recess 
or other receptacle there would remain unchanged and with undiminished 
power for an indefinite time. 

It was stated at the Inquest that the boys of the town often went on board 
the vessel and amused themselves with working, or trying to work, the old 
pump, and in this way, or even before the final abandonment of the vessel 
by the ordinary working of the pumps the nitro-glycerine would be drawn 
into the pipe. || 

I am of opinion therefore that the deceased came to their death by the 
explosion of nitro-glycerine contained in the pipe which they were trying to 


t * The agents of Nobel’s Explosives Company (Limited) who succeeded to the British Dynamite 
Company (Limited) have a magazine near Belfast, originally licensed to Messrs. Carson, but after- 
wards the license was transferred to Messrs. Waugh and Walsh, their present local agents, 
t He could not fix date more closely, 
t Dawson has left Larne and his whereabouts is not known. 

§ The specific gravity of the nitro-glycerine is 1 • 6, of sea-water about 1 -03. 

II -*t m just possible that some scattered dynamite cartridges got into the pipe in a more or less 
disintegrated form, but their separation into nitro-glycerine and kilselguhr must have occurred 
long ago through the action of the water, and thus whether the explosive originally entered the 
tubing as dynamite or nitro-glyceriue is immaterial as regards the present circumstances, for there 
is little doubt that liquid nitro-glycerine was the explosive agent. 
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break, that tlie existence of it was unknown to them or to anybody else and 
that this nitro-glyoerine was derived from the repeated flooding of’ the 
dynamite at least nine years ago. 6 

The accident is a curious instance of the length of time during which a 
dangerous explosive may lie unsuspected for years and eventually cause a 
disaster when least expected. 

Though wo have no record of accidents arising from nitro- glycerine after 
lying dormant for so many years as in this instance, yet we have abundant 
records of accidents arising from its unsuspected presence (simple or in the 
form of dynamite) for considerable lengths of time, notably in the case of a 
serious accident at the Askliam Iron Works in North Lancashire in December 
1882, when two men were killed and four were seriously injured by the 
explosion of a small quantity in a block of “ furnace bottom ” which they 
were endeavouring to break with a hammer. In this case the danger had 
probably lurked for several years.* 

Tho lessons convoyed by tlio accident are sufficiently obvious, viz : 

(a.) That any magazine or other place where dynamite has been exposed 
to the access of water can never be considered safe without the closest 
search and the most minute precautions, and that even then, where 
considerable quantities are concerned, danger may still be present. 

(h.) That lapse of time has under certain circumstances no effect in 
diminishing this danger if once present. 

(c.) That waterproof packages aro essential for dynamite where there is any 
risk of water being brought into contact with it in transit or storage, 
and this precaution is necessary not only against commercial loss from 
the spoiling of the explosive, but especially also against danger from 
exuded uitro-glycerine, a danger which may, as we have seen, extend 
over an indefinite period.j* 

In this accident thei*e is a somewhat dramatic sequence of events, in that a 
magazine illegally established in the first instance, badly and carelessly 
managed, as far as can be judged, during its existence, and finally neglected 
and abandoned, lias in after years borne fatal witness to the necessity for the 
care which it did not receive, and for the precautions which were not exer- 
cised, by the eventual causing of the death of two innocent and unsuspecting 
men. 

The coroner’s jury returned a verdict of “ accidental death ” with a strong 
recommendation that the vessel should be forthwith removed as dangerous ; 
in which recommendation I cordially agree, and I am of opinion that if she 
can be floated, which owing to her condition is improbable without incurring 
considerable expense and possibly some danger, she should be towed out into 
deep water and sunk, or that failing this she should be put in the hands of a 
competent person and destroyed by small charges of dynamite or other 
suitable explosive applied under water. 

I come now to the question as to whom the blame, if any, for this accident 
attaches. 

In the first place there is no doubt that the deceased men had, strictly 
speaking, no business whatever on board the vessel, still less had they a right 
to take away wood or metal from her. But looking at the circumstances one 
cannot seriously blame them, for the old hulk had for years been absolutely 
disused, and had come to be looked upon as a sort of common property, and 
I only mention this point to draw attention to the fact that no one authorised 
them to go on board and abstract material for the purpose of selling it, or 
applying it to their own use. 

It appears to me that the responsibility for the presence of the explosive^ 
would be difficult to fix now. 


* See Special Inquiry and Report No. XLVII., dated 30th December 1882. 
f All dynamite whether of British or foreign origin is, when conveyed or sold in the United 
Kingdom, required to he packed in waterproof packages. 

I I should have stated before that no explosive is now appareut on board of her, that is that the 
dynamite was really all removed so far as was known. Mr. Wiles had visited her before my 
arrival, and could find no trace of anything. If any nitro-glycerine yet remains it most have im- 
pregnated the timbers or be under the mud occupying the lower part of the hold, the vessel being 
a mere shell and the tide rising freely in her. But still in view of possible danger I adhere to my 
endorsement of the recommendation of the coroner’s jury. 
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Mr. Postlethwaite is dead, the British Dynamite Company has been re- 
placed by a new company, while Dawson and Jackson, who were caretakers, 
have both left Larne for some time. Moreover, Mr. Downie, the manager 
of the British Dynamite ' Company, is also dead, having himself been the 
victim of an unfortunate dynamite accident. 

The successors to the British Dynamite Company, are the Nobel’s Ex- 
plosives Company, and Mr. Postlethwaite has been succeeded in the agency 
by Messrs. R. and J. Carson, and subsequently by Messrs. Waugh and Walsh. 

' I have only to add that in my Inquiry I received much assistance from 
Mr. D. N. Wiles, and at the inquest, the adjourned sitting of which I attended 
on the 9th February at Lame, from the coroner, Dr. Mussen. 

I have the honour to be, 

Sir, 

Your obedient servant, 

J. P. Cundill, Major, R.A., 

H.M. Inspector of Explosives. 

The Right Hon. the Secretary of State, 

Home Department. 


APPENDIX. 


Since the above Report was in the printer’s hands I have been informed that 
Mr. Postlethwaite, in the year 1879, offered to sell the “ Essequibo,” on the condition that 
the purchaser took all risks. He stated that the vessel had been filled with water 
when an unknown quantity of dynamite was on board of her, and that her hold and the 
interstices between her frames were saturated with nitro-glycerine, and hence it would be 
most dangerous to use either adze or hammer on board of her. He also said that he 
could have ladled the nitro-glycerine out of the hold. 

Under these circumstances the intending purchaser, from whom the above ^information 
is directly derived, naturally declined to have anything to do with the vessel, and freely 
communicated in conversation what Mr. Postlethwaite had told him. 

Doubtless in the time that has elapsed since then all, or nearly all, the nitro-glycerine 
must have gradually washed out of the vessel, except small quantities possibly still lurking 
in unsuspected places, as in the pump which caused the accident. 

A correspondence has taken place between the local magistrates and this Department, 
and has resulted in Nobel’s Explosives Company offering to send over one of their] experts 
to decide on the best and safest means of removing or destroying the vessel, and this offer 
the magistrates have been recommended to accept. 

J. P. C. 
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